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ABSTRACT 
How are African Americans represented in advertisements?  Although prior research is 
very thorough, it focuses almost exclusively on print and broadcast, leaving a significant gap in 
the literature with respect to diversity in digital advertisements. This focus on print and broadcast 
media has also left a gap in analysis of advertisements by small businesses who often lack budget 
for mass media placements. Using a comparative analysis, the authors hypothesize that the 
representation of African Americans in digital advertisements by large companies will follow the 
same trends previously found in print and broadcast media, but digital advertisements by smaller 
companies will have more equitable representation for African Americans. The authors put forth 
a theoretical account wherein larger brands (compared to smaller brands) lack diversity in the 
decision-making process for creating these advertisements, leading to less diverse messages in 
advertising. Implications for research and practice are discussed. 
  
BACKGROUND 
i. Black representation in advertising from 1950s – 1960s 
Through their research, the authors have found that since the Civil Rights Era, 
representation of African Americans in advertising has evolved from racist stereotyped roles of 
Black models to truer representation of the American population. In order to properly evaluate 
modern day digital advertisements, the context of different eras of representation must be 
understood. The evolution of representation in the post-Civil Rights era is particularly important 
to predict where trends are going, as well as areas in which the industry needs to improve. From 
the early 20th century until the end of the civil rights era, black representation in advertising was 
largely stereotypical and any representation showed Black models and figures as largely 
grotesque and ugly, or in largely subservient roles. In his article “The Negro and American 
Advertising” Kassarjian makes the assertion that “The frequency of the Negro's appearance in 
advertising layout was hypothesized to be U-shaped or curvilinear.” (1969, p. 30) He then goes 
on to discuss the reasoning for this, hypothesizing  
in 1946 the Negro in his servant-laborer role posed little threat to middle class white 
society or to the general advertiser concerned about the need-value systems of his public. 
By 1956 the pressures prevented extensive use of the stereotype of Uncle Tom. Hence, it 
was assumed that advertisers reacted by not using Negroes as much. Finally by 1965 the 
advertiser, unable to hide from his social responsibility, again began to employ Negro 
actors, models, and celebrities for his advertising layout; now however, not in the slave 
role but in a more realistic occupation.  
 
One of the best known figures that still fits the early stereotype outlined by Kassarjian is 
Aunt Jemima Maple Syrup, whose bottles of syrup and boxes of breakfast mix prominently 
feature an older black woman, calling to mind past stereotypes of black women as “mammies”, 
or black nursemaids who used to take care of white children (Fig. 1, Fig. 2). 
   
Figure 1: Aunt Jemima Maple Syrup (2019)       Figure 2: Aunt Jemima Pancake Mix (1893)  
During the 1950s, more opportunities and targeted advertisements started to 
appear in mainstream magazines. It was during this time that black-owned 
magazines such as Ebony and Jet began to make an appearance and were used by 80 
out of the top 100 top national advertisers, but even then, most of the advertising 
was for products such as hair straightening products or skin lighteners. (AdAge, 
2003)  Modern research shows that much of the research focused around diversity in 
advertising focuses on researching and improving three categories, “marketing 
portrayals concerning Black models and racialized groups, discrimination in the 
marketplace and the roles of marketing professionals of color” (Davis, 2018). 
ii. Black representation in advertising from 1960s – 1970s 
It wasn’t until the mid-1960s and 1970s that more equitable representation began to be 
attained, with things such as Kodak’s black Santa Claus advertisement in Ebony (Fig. 3). It was 
the work of organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) and the Congress of Racial Equality that pushed for more equitable 
representation within advertising, achieving success, albeit extremely slowly. Research showed 
Figure 4: Kodak Instamatic 
Advertisement (Ebony, 1972) 
Figure 3: Kodak Instamatic 
Advertisement (Ebony, 1972) 
that during this period, Black representation in various mediums began to rise, beginning to 
reflect true population proportions in the American population at the time. (Zinkhan et. al, 1990) 
Zinkhan’s study shows that even though the proportions were changing at the time, there were 
still differences between representation in mediums, with television showing to be more 
progressive in their representation than print advertising. Leslie discusses some reasoning for this 
change in his article “Slow Fade to?: Advertising in Ebony Magazine, 1957–1989”, explaining 
that these changes are correlated with the rise of a new “somatic acceptability norm for black 
Americans.” (1995) At the same time, there was greater recognition of “the potential of the 
lucrative black market, and white advertisers became more interested in learning more about it”.  
(Leslie, p. 2). 
 
iii. Black representation in advertising from 1970s – present 
As the Civil Rights era fell into disarray during the late 1970s and 1980s, “a more 
conservative economic and political environment prevailed in the United States”. This 
environment carried over to the businesses of the era, and the standard of beauty returned to “the 
standard of beauty is the blond, blue-eyed girl with regular features” (Leslie, 1995).  
However, these conservative attitudes did not last forever, and the 1990s became a more 
proggresive time in advertising. Licata found that  
a content analysis of ten prime time television shows revealed that black 
representation in television ads exceeded the percentage distribution of blacks in 
the population in 1991. The percentage of ads showing blacks in major roles has 
remained relatively stable over time. However, a black model’s level of product 
interaction was found to be a function of the value of the product, w’th lower 
valued products having higher black model-product interaction than higher valued 
products. (Licata, 1993, p. 1) 
 
This period was not perfect however, as shown both in Licata’s study and in Covert and 
Dixon’s study on women’s representation throughout advertising. When looking at the racial 
diversity within models performing occupational tasks, these researchers found that “white 
women comprised 90% of the managerial and professional subset of the sample, with Blacks 
representing 5%, and Latinas 2%”. (Covert and Dixon 2008, p. 242) 
Using a comparative analysis, the authors present the following hypotheses: 
i: The representation of African Americans in digital advertisements by large companies 
will follow the same trends previously found in print and broadcast media, but digital 
advertisements by smaller companies will have more equitable representation for African 
Americans.  
ii. Larger brands (compared to smaller brands) lack diversity in the decision making 
process for creating these advertisements, leading to less diverse messages in advertising. 
 
COMPARATIVE STUDY 
This study examined the difference in diversity present in digital advertising by large and 
small retail companies. Specifically, the authors audited the advertisements placed by the 
organizations on their website and rated them on the level of diversity present in the ads.  
 
Sample Description 
The authors chose sixty companies (Table 1) to evaluate in total, thirty large and thirty 
small companies. The large companies were 30 common clothing and retail stores found in malls 
across the United States, who had at least 50 storefronts and made profits of at least 
$500,000,000. Small stores were taken from a compilation of different lists of the most up and 
coming retail stores, who were founded after 2010 and operate primarily through online 
storefronts. The median profile of a large company was founded in 1977, has just under 500 
storefronts, and has revenues in excess of 2.7 billion dollars. The average small company 
examined in this study was founded in 2018 and operates from a digital storefront and has 
unreported revenues as they are not large enough to necessitate reported incomes.  
Figure 5 shows the demographics of the small businesses examined in this study. Much 
of the same information that was provided by the large companies, many of which are publicly 
traded.  None of the companies had published sales revenues or their leadership team. Many of 
the companies operated from exclusively online storefronts, rather than having brick and mortar 
stores. The average year of founding was in 2016, with the earliest founding date in 2007, and 
the latest founding date is 2018. The standard deviation is 3.3 years, with the median and most 
common year of founding in 2018.  
 
Figure 5: Small Business Demographics 
Figure 6 shows demographic information for the larger stores, which is necessary for 
providing a full analysis of the reasoning for the discrepancies between the diversity in small and 
large business advertising. The average founding year for the large stores is 1966, with the arliest 
founding year being 1858 and the most recent founding was 2006, with a standard deviation of 
38 years. The median year of founding was 1977, and the most common founding year was 
1984. The average number of stores in 788, with the minimum being 55, and maximum being 
4,300. The standard deviation was 448 stores, with a mode of 2, 285. The average sales revenue 
of the stores was about 7.5 billion dollars, with the minimum amount being 518 million dollars. 
There is a standard deviation of about 10 billion dollars, with a median profit of 2.7 billion. 
When examining the diversity of the leadership team, the average number of Black models was 
.6, with a minimum of 0 and maximum of 4. The most common number of Black models on a 
leadership team was 0.   
 
Figure 6: Large Business Demographics 
 
Measures 
The authors used a total of six metrics to measure the diversity present within these 
advertisements, as well as measures of the company’s size and leadership to theorize why any 
differences that may exist are present. These metrics were used by Bristor, Lee, and Hunt in their 
1995 article “African-American Images in Television Advertising” to examine television 
advertising. The authors ranked the company out of seven on each of the six measures, with 
higher scores being a higher presence of a negative quality and smaller numbers being a lesser or 
no presence of a negative quality.  
The first metric used in this paper is role portrayal, and it is defined as “asymmetry, 
because [advertisements] represent more negative and narrow depictions of African-Americans 
than occur either in reality or for whites”1. The second metric is screen presence, which is “a 
holistic concept reflecting a character's presence in an advertisement2. A number of identified 
factors can contribute to screen presence, such as a character's placement in front of the camera, 
activity level, and exposure.” The third metric is the percentage of Black models, which is 
simply a representation of how many Black models are present on the screen compared to white 
people. The fourth metric is camera distance, which is the physical distance a model is from the 
lens of the camera, with a higher score representing further distance from the camera3. The fifth 
metric is marginalization/trivialization, which is defined as how much of an active role the Black 
models play in the advertisement, and how serious that role is compared to others in the 
advertisement4. The final measure is simply an average of the previous five outlined above, 
given each company an overall score.  
An example of trivialization is in an insurance commercial, white teens are shown to be 
making important promises, such as promising to do their homework or not crash the car, while 
the only black teen promises to “take it easy on the hairspray”.  
RESULTS 
                                               
1 Bristor, Julia M., et al. “Race and Ideology: African-American Images in Television Advertising.” Journal of 
Public Policy & Marketing, vol. 14, no. 1, 1995, pp. 48–59., doi:10.1177/074391569501400105. 
2 Ibid. 52 
3 Ibid. 54 
4 Ibid. 53 
Descriptive Statistics  
Figure 7 shows the average results for each of the six metrics. 
 
Figure 7: Summary of Results 
Figure 8 shows the descriptive statistics of the scores of the large companies. Across all 
columns, the minimum score was a 0, showing that there were no Black models within the 
website, , whereas the maximum was 7, which means there was excellent and equitable 
representation. The first column demonstrates the average score of large overall business in 
representation was a 3.63 out of 7. The standard deviation is 2.79, showing that most of the 
companies fall within the range of score a 1-5. The median score was a 4, and the score that 
occurred the most often was a 7, which means there was excellent representation. The second 
column shows a table of the percentage of Black models on the large company websites. The 
average percentage of Black models on the homepage of the website is 26%, with the minimum 
being 0% and maximum being 100%. The standard deviation is also 26%, showing that most of 
the results were between 0% to 52%. The median percentage was 23%, and the most common 
percentage was 0%.  The third column demonstrates the scores of role portrayals in large 
businesses, with an average overall score of 3.73. The standard deviation was 2.92 points, 
meaning that most of the scores fell between .8 and 6.6. The most commonly occurring score 
was 7 and the median score is 4. The average score for comparative screen presences is 3.23, 
with a standard deviation of 2.8, a median of 3 and mode of 7. The average marginalization score 
was 5.23, with a standard deviation of 2.97 and a median and mode of 7. The average camera 
distance scored 3.97, with a standard deviation of 3.15, median of 5, and mode of 7.   
 
Figure 8: Large Company Results 
Figure 9 shows the statistics of the scores of the small companies. Across all columns, the 
minimum score was a 0, showing that there were no Black models within the website, whereas 
the maximum was 7, which means there was excellent and equitable representation. The first 
column demonstrates the average score of large overall business in representation was a 2.86 out 
of 7. The standard deviation is 2.76, showing that most of the companies fall within the range of 
score a 0-4. The median score was a 2, and the score that occurred the most often was a 0, which 
means there were many websites with only white people represented. The second column shows 
a table of the percentage of Black models on the large company websites. The average 
percentage of Black models on the homepage of the website is 35%, with the minimum score 
attained 0% and maximum attained being 100%. The standard deviation is also 38%, showing 
that most of the results were between 0% to 73%. The median percentage was 20%, and the most 
common percentage was 0%.  The third column demonstrates the scores of role portrayals in 
large businesses, with an average overall score of 2.75. The standard deviation was 2.84 points, 
meaning that most of the scores fell between 0 and 5.59. The most commonly occurring score 
was 0 and the median score is 2. The average score for comparative screen presences is 2.53, 
with a standard deviation of 3, a median of 1 and mode of 0. The average marginalization score 
was 3.03, with a standard deviation of 2.9,  a median of 3 and mode of 0. The average camera 
distance scored 3.3, with a standard deviation of 2.9, median of 3, and mode of 0.   
 
Figure 9: Small Business Results 
DISCUSSION 
 As shown in Figure 4, the large companies were found to score higher in every section of 
the results except for sheer percentage of Black models in their advertisements. The closer the 
score is to reaching 0, the worse the representation is in terms of both numbers and roles in the 
advertisements. These results mean that the larger companies have better representation in each 
category.  
Though the large companies scored much higher, many of the score were in the 
especially low end of the range. Only one out of twelve total scores are above 4, which is 
considered the most neutral position. These results were overall unexpected, as the authors had 
hypothesized that the larger companies would be slower to make adjustments in their advertising 
to best reflect social norms and diversity demands from consumers. The overall trend of better 
diversity scores in nearly every category was unexpected. 
The authors hypothesize that the reason the original hypotheses were not supported is that 
the larger businesses have greater social pressure to have diverse leadership whereas small 
businesses are less likely to feel that social pressure. Many large companies have done research 
to support this idea, As found in “Managing Cultural Diversity: Implication for Organizational 
Competitiveness by Cox and Blake. Cox and Blake say “the insight and cultural sensitivity that 
members with roots in other countries bring to the marketing effort should improve these efforts 
in important ways. The same rationale applies to marketing to subpopulations within domestic 
operations.”5  
 These results are useful for the marketing industry to take a true evaluation of the values 
of diversity in the industry as a whole. Even though the larger companies score higher on the 
overall evaluation scale, very few of their scores were above the neutral mark, showing that they 
were not necessarily good compared to the small businesses, only less bad. One area where large 
companies seem to be extremely aware of the diversity in their practices in in 
marginalization/trivialization, showing that while they do not have many models, those that are 
present in their advertisements are not in stereotyped roles. 
The authors’ original hypothesis is that larger companies’ lack of diversity in the 
decision-making process would lead to less diverse advertisements. The logic stemmed from the 
idea that because larger corporations are more established, they also have more historical 
practices, policies, and cultural norms that need to be overcome to promote diversity and 
inclusion. However, it may instead be the case that larger organizations have diversity and 
inclusion initiatives in placed that smaller organizations have yet to develop. Therefore, the 
reverse hypothesis may be more appropriate: the lack of diversity in the leadership of up and 
coming companies is the source of the issue. Another alternative is that larger organizations have 
                                               
5 Cox, Taylor H., and Stacy Blake. “Managing Cultural Diversity: Implications for Organizational 
Competitiveness.” Academy of Management Perspectives, vol. 5, no. 3, 1991, pp. 45–56., 
doi:10.5465/ame.1991.4274465. 
larger leadership teams, which may create opportunities for a greater percentage or a greater 
number of Black models in the decision making process.  
The lack of information about the revenue and leadership information for the small 
companies made finding support for the hypothesis of the differences in leadership difficult. To 
address this limitation, future research can contact companies directly to find information on 
diversity in their leadership. Alternatively, future research could choose their sample from a 
variety of small companies, rather than from the up and coming successful ones.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 In the context of digital advertising in the retail space, this study addresses the gap in the 
literature surrounding diversity in advertising in the digital space, as well as the gap in examining 
the differences between small and large companies. This research has implications for the market 
going forward, as both small and large companies need to be aware of the images they project to 
their customers in every aspect of their marketing.  
In order to attract a greater variety of customers, companies must display a variety of 
representation on the screen, including gender, race, ethnicity, body type, and much more. This 
study is simply a small piece in the greater question of how the advertising industry can develop 
to be more equitable, representative and fair. The results of this research open up possibilities for 
greater examinations of the social barriers companies must overcome, as well as an investigation 
into the myriad of ways that a company’s leadership team affects various aspects of 
organizational communication. Overall, this study provides fresh evidence for what many 
industry professionals may already know: the industry still has some catching up to do.  
 
 
Appendix 
 
  
Table 1: Companies examined 
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